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A look inside the controversial 2001 Newfoundland and Labrador Liberal Leadership Race

“It’s Just Politics is a captivating story of communications up-and-comer, Sonia Glover, who was tapped to provide PR support to seasoned and experienced cabinet minister John Efford during the toughest fight of his political career – his bid to become Leader of the Liberal Party and the 8th Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. Glover provides important and blunt reminders from her personal and behind-the-scenes insights of a fierce leadership battle that saw a winner declared on a cold February night, but no one in the Liberal Party could celebrate victory.  A must-read, the book is well-written and effectively portrays one of the most divisive leadership contests in NL’s political history.” 

Dwight Ball

Former Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador 
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“Sonia B. Glover spins a great political yarn with her intriguing memoir about the contentious Liberal Party leadership battle between the man she worked for, John Efford, and the eventual winner, Roger Grimes. There is nothing quite like an inside baseball first-hand account of the high jinks behind the curtain and Glover brings us exactly that. Many refer to politics as a blood sport and in this case noses were bloodied and the party seriously divided. This is a great read!”

Paddy Daly

Host of VOCM Open Line

“As a key worker for Cabinet Minister John Efford and as a political neophyte, Sonia Glover had a front row seat to observe the shenanigans in leadership races that would shock most citizens. This behind the scenes account of an important event in Newfoundland and Labrador politics is a compelling take on the rough and tumble world of party politics. The book is more engaging with each page... Glover is a good storyteller who hooks her reader in.”

Alex Marland

Author of Whipped: Party Discipline in Canada

Professor of Political Science

Memorial University
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“If a victory is told in detail, one can no longer distinguish it from a defeat.”

-Jean-Paul Sartre

Those of us who covered the Newfoundland and Labrador Liberal leadership campaign from the autumn of 2000 until the convention itself on February 3, 2001, had a ringside seat to one of the most visceral and hard-fought political events of our generation. Liberal delegates that day chose Roger Grimes as their leader, and the province’s eighth premier. That should have been the end of acrimonious politicking, and the start of fence-mending in preparation for a general election just over two years away. Instead, Grimes and second-place finisher John Efford chose war over peace. In doing so, they laid waste to the unity that Liberals desperately needed to wage battle against Danny Williams and the PCs in the coming election.

Sonia Glover was in the middle of this spectacle as John Efford’s communications director. She doesn’t pretend to bring the journalist’s neutrality to her account of the fighting that took place. At turns, she is angered, bewildered, elated and more often than not, saddened. We experience the leadership race through the eyes of someone new to politics. Through her description, we feel the disappointment and helplessness of the Efford campaign – the deeply-held feeling that they were destined to come up short because the Liberal party establishment didn’t want for its leader a bayman with an accent and a penchant for making outlandish statements. Sonia’s account lets us look inside this hugely emotional contest. We discover how some party contests lead to renewal, while others, like the Grimes-Efford campaign, become so destructive.

Did the Liberal party elite not want John Efford as leader? It was a feeling strongly felt, and circumstantially argued, but not proved. Sonia Glover is ultimately unsure of this as well. But her account bares all the political intrigue of that campaign, its main characters, their shenanigans, and even their virtue.

There is a lesson for all politicians, parties, and their supporters, in this political page-turner. And that is the difference between a hard-fought campaign about ideas and direction, and a bitterly-fought personal war that simmers and threatens to erupt after all the votes have been counted. In the winter of 2001, two political warriors had it in their hands to decide to be magnanimous. Roger Grimes and John Efford are found wanting in this scintillating account of their battle for the party’s leadership.

After reading Sonia’s account of the leadership race, and her subsequent description of the loss of government to Danny Williams, you will be left with the distinct feeling that out of the jaws of Roger Grimes’ victory on that snowy February evening in 2001, Liberals might have managed to snatch defeat. 

- Doug Letto

Former CBC journalist and producer

Paradise, NL 
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The Newfoundland and Labrador Liberal Party leadership contest in 2001 between political heavyweights Roger Grimes, John Efford and Paul Dicks was one of the most colorful and divisive races ever held by the Liberal party. It captivated people throughout the province and it caught the attention of political watchers beyond our boundaries. The leadership campaign turned into an extraordinary spectacle in Newfoundland and Labrador politics, and there I was – a political neophyte – smack dab in the middle of it all. 

When I decided to take on the communications role for John Efford’s campaign it immediately became clear that I had entered an unfamiliar world with no definite rules. I was unsure at first about working on his campaign, but I knew I would probably regret turning down what I considered a once in a lifetime opportunity. My gut also told me to go for it. So I accepted John’s offer to join his team and I promised myself to never look back. My involvement in the leadership race between three well-known and veteran politicians was a journey like no other. Being a newbie to partisan politics, I couldn’t have imagined such acute intensity of a race and the wheeling and dealing that takes place inside a political campaign. I became embroiled in a nasty leadership election and I saw first-hand the dirty and disgusting side of politics. It seemed all that was missing in this relentless hunger for victory was the bloodshed. 

Our campaign team was devastated when John lost his leadership bid. We mourned. Men cried. When the final vote was announced to the sea of Liberals on the convention floor at the Mount Pearl Glacier, it felt like those horrible few seconds near the end of a nightmare – just before you are about to fall off a cliff. You pray the terror will end. You are fighting to wake up.

My emotions danced all over the place for several weeks after the grueling three-month campaign. Some of the drama and dynamics stayed vivid in my mind, while other memories faded in and out for a period of time. I think it was my body telling me to take an emotional rest. I often wondered if I was intentionally trying to erase some of the memories because they were too unbelievable – they were to me, anyway. I was not as politically or emotionally tough as most of the others involved in the campaign. They were old-hands at the political game. But not me. It was my first real encounter with politics and I had a hunch early in the campaign that it would be my last.

We all know that political campaigns and leadership races can be nasty. Oftentimes, the issues get lost and personal attacks, rumours and accusations take over. There is nothing wrong with a little bit of controversy thrown in to spice things up. For the most part, the general public welcomes it – it is healthy democracy. However, the 2001 leadership race went beyond the realm of excitement and nail-biting moments. From the get-go, it was a war between enemies, not a family of Liberals participating in a healthy and fair process to choose their next leader. When I spoke to people of my dismay over the issues that bombarded John’s campaign, many told me I just happened to stumble upon a most unusually nasty leadership contest. The real dirty ones come around every ‘blue moon’, they told me. So, I guess my timing was bad. Or maybe it was good. There were days when the campaign turned my stomach from politics. At other times I thought it was amazing – I longed to play the political game like everyone else. 

Being involved in the leadership campaign and watching the Liberal party’s messy internal spat that lingered was a fascinating and unforgettable experience. I had a most extraordinary and unique perspective – someone from outside the political realm who jumped into a cold and foreign world. I don’t think anyone can accurately comprehend what it is like to be caught up in a nasty campaign unless they have been there. I found each day more interesting and mind-boggling than the one before. The highs and lows were often indescribable and unbearable. I witnessed how human limits were pushed, emotions were tested, and passionate and around-the-clock work practically drained the life out of people.

The Liberal leadership contest of 2001 is an important piece of Newfoundland and Labrador’s political history and its aftermath should be a lesson for all political parties. Firstly, never underestimate the negative consequences of your actions. Secondly, priority should be given to what is best for a party’s future, not driven by any personal views of a leadership contender. Despite the ensuing debate around who really ‘won’ the leadership, due to rumours of a missing and tampered ballot box, and interference by the Liberal establishment, I never had any desire to point fingers or dwell on the past; no one, though, can deny the many suspect and odd things that occurred. 

This book – which has never been read or influenced by John Efford – highlights some of the disconcerting events, questionable actions and powerful moments that stood out for me and remain etched in my mind. Moreover, the overpowering raw emotions that can grip a leadership campaign is an incredible story to share. 

The battle to elect a new Liberal leader in 2001 turned into an unstoppable emotional roller coaster ride. It was a ride I have no regret taking, but one that I doubt I will ever jump on again. The thing I know for certain is that politics is a malicious game. You either love it or hate it – there is no in between. And, unless you have tough elephant skin you will never survive it.

- Sonia B. Glover
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I started working for John Efford as his director of communications in 1998. The first thing that struck me was how much he enjoyed being the Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture. John made it known many times that it was one of his dream jobs. Whenever we talked about work, whether it was just the two of us alone in his office, driving in his vehicle to a public event, or if we were with a group of people at a function, he always managed to pepper the discussion with his love for the job and the province. His optimistic views about Newfoundland and Labrador’s future always shone through. His eyes turned into shiny glass balls when he spoke. 

Another job that he told me he dreamed of having was the province’s top political post – Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. I had no idea at the time how badly John wanted to become premier, but about two years later – in 2000 – his desire to sit in the premier’s chair became much clearer when the job was suddenly up for grabs. 

Until that time, I witnessed how John put his heart and soul into helping manage the province’s challenging fisheries issues. I saw and heard first-hand his passion for the fishing industry, which he believed would always be the backbone of the Newfoundland and Labrador economy. At every opportunity John reminded the public how committed he was to work with the industry and do what he could to ensure a prosperous, diversified and sustainable fishery. This was the first message I heard John communicate at numerous public speaking events and one that would keep ringing in my ears until the day we parted ways. 

I was working in a full-time public relations position at Memorial University when John offered me a job in the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture. The offer came at a most unexpected and bizarre time – during an Economic Policy Committee (EPC) of cabinet meeting that I was attending with Dr. Kevin Keough, Memorial’s Vice- President (Research), who was giving a presentation to the committee on the university, including its economic value to the province.

As Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture, John was a member of the committee and he happened to be chairing the meeting on that day. I had not seen or spoken to him in quite some time. We had known each other for several years going back to the early 1990s when I worked as a reporter. I could tell he was pleased to see me. We said our hellos and then it was down to business. Before the meeting ended, John slipped me a note to say the director of communications position in his department was available and asked if I would be interested. It was an awkward moment because I was accompanying my current boss who I had great respect for. I felt guilty for even reading the note.

Before we left the meeting, I spoke briefly with John again and I recall saying that it was an inappropriate time to discuss the position because I was there as a representative of Memorial – that was my priority. At the same time, a sense of excitement shot through my body just at the thought of working for a high-profile politician. As I made my way out the door, I hurriedly commented to John that I would ponder the job invitation and get back to him soon.

I was never actively involved in politics and had no desire to be, but I always had an interest in it. It was probably because of my occasional communication with politicians during my journalism days, before I moved into the public relations field. I had attended functions where John was guest speaker. I always enjoyed his speeches. He gave them with an enormous amount of passion and energy, and he usually threw in a comedic line, mostly about his strong Port de Grave accent – an accent he was quite proud of. 

John was perceived as a ‘fighting Newfoundlander’, and often found himself in precarious situations – some said he took the word passion to the extreme. I think I was drawn to him because of his fighting spirit and unpredictability. He assumed a reputation of someone who frequently put his foot in his mouth when he spoke. John developed into a very colorful, and sometimes, controversial politician with his outbursts on issues, usually the fishery. The people in his district and across the province loved it. In his early political days, and throughout most of his career, John was undeniably one of the most popular and loved politicians in Newfoundland and Labrador. 

Besides running into John when I was a young reporter, I helped him with a cause he initiated in 1994 to end foreign overfishing off the nose and tail of the Grand Banks. John formed and chaired a new group called the United Fisherpersons of Newfoundland and Labrador. The group generated a lot of buzz with its public call to address foreign overfishing. I was doing freelance work around this time and decided to reach out to John to see if I could help his group. He welcomed me with open arms. The issue of foreigners fishing illegally off our coasts was a hot topic and I was thrilled to be part of John’s cause. Many times I saw his passion for the fishery cross over into anger and frustration, especially when he talked about foreign overfishing. It made his blood boil to know that foreigners were harming our fish stocks off the Grand Banks, and that little was being done by the federal government to end it.

I promoted the United Fisherpersons of Newfoundland and Labrador to various businesses on behalf of John and asked them to support the group’s efforts by purchasing a certificate that called for an end to foreign overfishing. I was especially overwhelmed by the positive response I received. I knocked on the doors of dozens of businesses – from furniture stores to law firms – and, for the most part, they were all receptive and supportive. 

I was so proud to sell my first certificate. I sold it to Danny Williams, a well-known lawyer and businessman in St. John’s. (I could never have predicted that he would eventually become the Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador and be rated the most popular premier in Canada.) I recall how nervous I was when I called Mr. Williams’ law firm – Williams, Roebothan, McKay and Marshall – to request a meeting with him. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I called his office. Mr. Williams would have no idea who Sonia Glover was. He could have easily brushed me off like a speck of unwanted dust. 

The receptionist was very pleasant on the phone when she arranged a time for our meeting. I was both excited and nervous about meeting Danny Williams in person. He was considered one of the Who’s Who in the business community and an influential individual in many circles. The fact that he agreed to meet with a stranger who cold-called his office trying to sell him a certificate for John’s cause signaled a few things for me about this high-profile man. I figured that he must be a fan of John Efford and it showed that he cared about our province and the future of its industries like the fishery.

I sat in the waiting area of Williams, Roebothan, McKay and Marshall law office watching people come and go. The office had a feeling of high energy. The phones didn’t stop ringing. The receptionist was constantly answering the telephone: ‘Williams, Roebothan, McKay and Marshall’ she greeted the person on the other line over and over. My head started to spin. She had a unique and steady tone in her voice but when she said the word ‘Marshall’ at the end, she unleashed an annoying high pitch sound. It was akin to fingernails scratching a chalkboard. The sound of her voice played continuously in my head for several days after.

My wait only lasted about 10 minutes. I was taken to the top of the stairs where Mr. Williams’ office was situated. He was sitting at his desk when I walked in. There was a window behind him that displayed a view of St. John’s Harbour. We chatted about the United Fisherperson’s Association and John’s work to bring more attention to the serious issue of foreign overfishing off the Grand Banks. I don’t remember much detail from our conversation, but I do remember Mr. Williams sitting in a chair behind his desk with his elbows resting on the arms of his chair and his hands in front of him with his fingertips touching each other forming the shape of a teepee. As soon as he started talking, I sensed a very down to earth individual. I felt comfortable being around him. He commended John for taking up the foreign overfishing cause and he did not hesitate to purchase a certificate.

It was mainly through the United Fisherperson’s Association that John and I became friends. Until then I would characterize us as just acquaintances. We ran into each other from time to time and gave a ‘Coles’ version of how life was treating us. Even with the small talk I always felt proud when John took the time to chat, so it was nice to see him at the cabinet committee meeting at Confederation Building. It was fate that brought us together that day in 1998. However, I didn’t expect it would be my launch pad to a political world filled with stimulating highs and shocking lows. 

I struggled to make a decision on whether to accept the offer to become John’s director of communications for a couple of reasons. Firstly, it was a political appointment and I had no interest in being connected to a political party, including the Liberals. All director of communications positions were made political when Brian Tobin became premier. I had no interest in being so closely linked to politics. I simply prided myself on voting for the person. For me, it’s never about the political stripe; it’s all about supporting an individual that impresses me the most – that’s how I have always determined my vote. This is where John and I were complete opposites. He was Liberal to the core and proudly wore his Liberalism on his sleeve. Don’t dare speak negatively about the Liberal party; if you do, brace yourself for a tongue lashing. Politically, we were chalk and cheese. But I also reminded myself of another famous adage, opposites attract. I hoped that we would work well together because of our differences.

Another key consideration I grappled with before accepting John’s offer was the possibility of a provincial election and how I might be impacted by the outcome. There was talk that an election could be called in early 1999 – just a few months away. If the Liberals lost, I would be without a job. That said, Premier Tobin was very popular, so the chances of the Liberals losing government were slim. But nothing in life is for certain and anything could happen in politics – something I discovered when I entered the political world. (Premier Tobin did call a general election in early 1999. It was held February 9 and the Liberals won another majority government.)

After much soul-searching, I accepted the opportunity John put before me. The positive reasons far outweighed my hesitations. Taking the job would provide me with invaluable public relations experience on the government and political sides. What a fascinating chance to gain new experiences and grow my career. It also didn’t hurt that the salary was attractive. Those reasons alone should be enough to go for it, but what also enticed me was how John struck me as a sincere man who truly cared about the people of the province. Frankly, I wanted to work for him because, well, he was John Efford – a colorful politician who was highly popular in his district of Port de Grave and well-known in all of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

John was first elected in 1985 as a member of the Liberal Opposition. Four years later, the Liberals took power. John was re-elected and appointed to cabinet as Minister of Social Services. He was elected again in the 1993 election and received the largest majority in the province. He was appointed Minister of Works, Services and Transportation. Following another victory for the Liberals in the 1996 general election after Tobin became premier, John was re-elected and named Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture. When the Liberals got back in power in 1999, John was re-appointed to the fisheries and aquaculture portfolio. This would turn out to be his final cabinet post and his last run in provincial politics.

While pondering my decision, I also thought a lot about how crazy my life would become if I worked for John Efford. He often found himself embroiled in controversial moments and tangled situations, like an incident in 1988 that created a lot of publicity. It was the result of remarks he made in the House of Assembly about the seal population. While John championed a balanced and sustainable seal harvest, he stood in the House of Assembly one day and said: “Mr. Speaker, I would like to see the six million seals, or whatever number is out there, killed and sold, or destroyed and burned. I do not care what happens to them...” Those infamous words caused quite the stir among anti-sealing groups who used it to their advantage in their call for an end to the seal hunt. 

Despite the blunders, John was viewed as a fighter for Newfoundland and Labrador. He was one of the dominant ministers in the House of Assembly. People liked his feisty nature. And, generally, they saw him as an honest and common man – someone they could relate to. So, why wouldn’t anybody want to work for such a popular and lively politician? I’m sure I asked myself this question a million times before I accepted John’s offer to be his director of communications.

I also sought the support of my fiancé Paul Sullivan (now husband), who at the time was working in the North Sea, off Aberdeen, Scotland. As a saturation diver, he travelled overseas quite often and it seemed as though whenever I needed to discuss something important he was away working in some foreign part of the world. Paul had three words for me, “go for it.” I remember almost bursting with excitement one minute and feeling like a nervous wreck the next. I didn’t know what the future would bring, but in my final analysis I was sure of one thing – working for Cabinet Minister John Efford would be anything but boring. 
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CHAPTER 2: BRIAN TOBIN’S DEPARTURE
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In the fall of 2000, a rumour began circulating that Premier Brian Tobin was leaving provincial politics to return to Ottawa under the leadership of Prime Minister Jean Chretien. With those rumblings came a lot of gossip and the onset of a public discussion around who would succeed Tobin as leader of the Liberal party and, ultimately, the premier of the province. Not surprising to anyone, one of the names being mentioned was John Efford.

The buzz about the Premier’s resignation became more widespread in early October. The rumours suggested Tobin would run for Parliament in the riding of Bonavista-Trinity-Conception in a snap federal election that was expected soon. It was said in political circles that Jean Chretien wanted Tobin to play a major role in helping the Liberals win a third majority government, by helping clutch seats in Atlantic Canada.

Media reports up to the middle of October had Premier Tobin’s spokeswoman Heidi Bonnell initially denying that he was preparing to leave provincial politics. Then, on October 16, 2000, Tobin called a news conference for 2:00 in the afternoon. With his wife Jodean by his side, Premier Tobin announced that he had submitted his resignation as Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador to Lieutenant-Governor Max House, and had resigned as leader of the provincial Liberal party and MHA for the district of The Straits-White Bay North. He announced that he would run for the federal seat of Bonavista-Trinity-Conception. The MP for that riding, Fred Mifflin, had already announced he would not seek re-election. Tobin’s rivals would be Fraser March, who was running for the New Democratic Party (NDP), and Progressive Conservative (PC) candidate Jim Morgan.

During his speech, Tobin said the threat of the Canadian Alliance was the most compelling reason that he accepted Prime Minister Chretien’s request to return to federal politics. The day after Tobin quit as premier, he was appointed federal Minister of Industry by the Prime Minister, who also announced just days later that a federal election would be held on November 27, 2000. 

The reaction from Newfoundlanders and Labradorians to Brian Tobin’s abrupt resignation was mixed. Many people criticized him for not completing his four-year mandate as promised, having stayed just 20 months into his second mandate. He had asked voters for a mandate to allow him to move forward and negotiate the deals for the development of the Lower Churchill hydroelectric resources and the Voisey’s Bay nickel deposit in Labrador. He left for Ottawa without resolving either issue.

Progressive Conservative Opposition Leader Ed Byrne questioned Tobin’s motives for resigning. Many people saw Tobin’s claim that he wanted to help the Prime Minister beat the Canadian Alliance in Atlantic Canada in the federal election and help to grow a stronger Atlantic Region as a facade. There were accusations that he was looking after his own personal agenda and aspirations. Returning to the federal scene would help Tobin achieve what many believed to be his true political ambition – become leader of the federal Liberal party and Prime Minister of Canada. People speculated that Tobin wanted to strengthen his own political future, not the future of Atlantic Canadians. On the same day of his resignation, Beaton Tulk, the Minister of Development and Rural Renewal, was sworn in as acting premier until a new Liberal leader and premier was chosen at a leadership convention sometime in the future.

There was a growing list of names of potential contenders to take over Tobin’s job as party leader and premier. John was quick to speak of his desire to run. Several other cabinet ministers were thought to have an interest in running, including Roger Grimes, Lloyd Matthews, Paul Dicks, Joan-Marie Alyward and Kevin Alyward. From the start, comparisons were being drawn in terms of leadership styles of those rumoured to be interested in the job, and who the public felt would make the best premier or had the best chance of winning in a Liberal leadership race. 

When the talk about Tobin’s departure began, some in Liberal circles suggested that there was only one person he wanted to succeed him – Health Minister Roger Grimes. And a photograph in local and national newspapers of Brian Tobin and Minister Grimes whispering during the swearing-in ceremony for interim Premier Beaton Tulk revved up the rumour mill again, and elevated the chatter that Roger Grimes was the premier in waiting. The image seemed to be enough proof for some that the writing was on the wall and Tobin’s choice for the next premier was Roger Grimes. A simple photograph turned into a summation that a plot was being masterminded to ensure Roger Grimes became the next Liberal party leader and crowned Newfoundland and Labrador premier in the coming leadership convention. 

Tobin’s surprise departure created a lot of intense political buzz. It was shaping up to be a colorful time in politics in Newfoundland and Labrador even before a date for the Liberal leadership race was officially announced – a contest that many pundits were already predicting would be heated and dirty. This new unfolding political landscape made for interesting discussion and debate locally and nationally. It was juicy material for the local radio call-in shows; listeners, callers and the hosts lapped it up. 
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CHAPTER 3: SECRETS REVEALED WHILE PONDERING THE LEADERSHIP
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There was a lot of hustle and bustle in our executive offices at the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture after Brian Tobin’s announcement that he was leaving provincial politics. John’s friends – long-time Liberals and personal friends - were constantly dropping by to see him. The door to his office was like a revolving entrance of a popular five-star hotel and the phone lines were hopping with calls from people wanting to speak with him. The discussion was all about politics and the leadership.

Most of the people who dropped into our office were unknown to me. They were men and women, some in business suits, others in casual wear. However, one of the faces I did recognize was that of former Liberal MHA Danny Dumaresque. It was the first time I met Danny and I knew little about him except his reputation as a feisty politician when he was MHA for the District of Eagle River in Labrador. Danny was also a big supporter of John. When John introduced us, Danny seemed friendly enough, but he certainly didn’t appear very interested in chatting with me. I sensed a man who was simply doing his duty to be cordial to a member of John’s staff – that was it. I felt he was a snob. But, with the way things seemed to be heading for John on the political front, I knew I’d soon find out what Danny Dumaresque was all about. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. 

In the meantime, I did ask some of our staff about Danny to see if they held any views of him. The only clear insight I could gather was that Danny knew his politics well, and, like John, he was a devoted and passionate Liberal. The other bit of interesting trivia I learned in my quest for the scoop on Danny was the nasty Liberal nomination battle he had with Yvonne Jones for Eagle River district in the 1996 provincial election. The battle left deep wounds and created a rift between the two of them that some say was never resolved. Danny won the nomination in the end; however, Yvonne Jones ran as an Independent and beat him in the election. (Ms. Jones later crossed the floor to join the Liberals). I found the history between Danny and Yvonne fascinating; it was the first story I heard about how dirty politics can be. And a foreshadowing of the coming leadership race.

Danny was a constant presence around John’s office in the days between Tobin’s departure and the start of the leadership campaign. He would pace the floors in our offices with a constant smile on his face, anxious to get moving on John’s campaign. He gave me the impression that he always had something up his sleeve. I could never quite put my finger on it, but I think it was the curious grin permanently plastered on his face that made me wonder what he was up to. And it didn’t take long for me to see that Danny was a political animal. I could see that he took politics seriously. His voice would get louder, his eyes would widen and his words became more pronounced as he got deeper into a conversation. There was no dancing around issues and he had an answer for everything. 

As I was forming my first impressions about Danny, I sensed there was a lot more to discover about this man’s way of doing things. Time would tell. But one thing became very evident to me after being around him for only a short time – he cared about John as his personal friend and his political colleague. There was no doubt in my mind that Danny held John in high esteem by all the praise and encouragement he gave him. Danny told me in a preacher-like manner during one of our ‘get to know each other’ moments that he believed John was the right person to lead the Liberal party. Eerily, these two men seemed a lot alike in their love and passion for politics and the province. They were always sprinting to get stuff done.

John was in a ‘flat-out’ mode all the time. No matter what needed to be done it could not be completed fast enough for him. He was a hard man to keep up with and difficult to please at times, but everything was with the best of intentions. John was forthright and said it like it was, a quality I admired in him. While there were times when his mouth got ahead of his brain, like his reference in the House of Assembly to burning the seal population, people still respected him. He was a welcome political fixture in Newfoundland and Labrador politics and they loved his no-nonsense and fighting personality. John was the son of a fisherman and proud of his humble roots. He never forgot where he came from. This was an attribute that resonated with his constituents in Port de Grave and people across the province. John was also a softy on the inside. He often got emotional when talking about his family or when speaking at functions surrounded by enthusiastic supporters. I saw over and over how John’s face would light up whenever he spoke about a member of his family, and he surely beamed with pride when he was around his grandson, also named John. I found his mushy side uplifting. It showed he was human. 

Even with the rush of supporters dropping by our offices, I was not privy to what was being talked about inside John’s office following Tobin’s announcement. But I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out that the reason for all of those closed-door meetings was to decide whether or not he should run for the leadership of the Liberal party. All the heavy traffic also made me wonder about my own future. How would I be impacted if he were to run in the leadership race? Would I still have a job? If John ran and still stayed on as Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture, would I be required to work for both the department and his leadership campaign? Would I have to choose? Did he have someone else in mind to handle communications for his campaign? My mind and heart were racing. Everyone in the office was caught up in a political whirlwind that came out of the blue, thanks to Tobin. Most of us assumed that John would be one of the first leadership contenders to announce; still, nothing was made clear to me for several days. 

I vividly remember a morning when John wandered into my office looking anxious, almost like he wanted to get something off his chest. I don’t remember exactly how he started the conversation, but I do recall the excitement in his voice as he rambled on about his desire to become the premier now that Tobin was out of the picture. Hearing of his ambitions was not surprising to me. However, on this particular morning it seemed like he had a more important point he wanted to make. It was as if he needed to give me more insight into how deep his aspiration was to become Liberal leader. 

What started out as a general conversation about Tobin leaving politics, putting the premier’s job up for grabs, quickly turned into a reflection of a day years earlier when he received an unexpected phone call from Tobin who was federal fisheries minister at the time. In December 1995 Brian Tobin telephoned John to advise of his intention to leave Ottawa and run for the leadership of the provincial Liberal party and the Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. John relayed his memory of what he felt was an impassioned marketing pitch from Tobin who wanted to become Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. I sat tentatively across from John as he went on to explain there was speculation at the time that then Premier Clyde Wells was going to announce his resignation and Tobin was craving the job. (The rumour was true. Clyde Wells announced he would be resigning as premier on December 28, 1995.) According to John, Tobin felt he was the best person to be premier and did not want anyone to run against him for the Liberal leadership. He was adamant that there should not be a leadership convention and his call to John was to secure his support. 

This was all well and good and while I was fascinated and somewhat flattered that my boss was telling me this, it didn’t seem like a big deal to me. But as John continued to reflect upon that time, the story got juicier. He told me that he was also thinking about running for Liberal leader when he, too, got wind of Premier Wells’ impending departure. He said he discretely mused about it with some of his closest friends and supporters. I got the impression that he was close to making a decision at the time of Tobin’s call. But John told me after that one phone call and Tobin’s “sweet talking” he decided to put his political aspirations on the back burner. He reluctantly decided to support Tobin. He stressed, almost in a pitiful way, how he could not bring himself to say no to Tobin despite wanting the party’s top job himself. My jaw dropped when he told me he stepped away from running for the leadership to help Tobin become premier instead. The way John explained things, Tobin already had the momentum going for his own campaign. John said he simply wanted to do what was best for the Liberal party. In saying this, however, John added that Tobin had a way of reeling in people when he spoke to them. He was also quick to point out that Tobin did most of the talking on the phone and he could hardly get a word in – something else he claimed Tobin was good at doing. He did get the chance, however, to tell Tobin about his other ambition – to become fisheries minister. 

According to John, the sweet talking conversation he had with Tobin turned into a promise that he would be given the fisheries portfolio in exchange for his support. John agreed and accepted the offer. When Tobin became premier in February 1996, he came through on the verbal contract and appointed John as Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture.

The history lesson I was getting from John on his past dealings with Tobin was mesmerizing. However, I was still trying to figure out where this deep dialogue was heading and how it was linked to the current political landscape. While I never thought this conversation could possibly get more interesting, it turned out there was more intrigue in the John Efford – Brian Tobin relationship. When MP Fred Mifflin was dropped from the Chretien cabinet in 1999 and speculation grew that he wouldn’t run in the next election, John believed he had a good chance at winning the seat of Bonavista-Trinity-Conception, which included his district of Port de Grave. This was the first I heard of John’s interest in federal politics. I was surprised for a couple of reasons – the main and selfish reason I suppose was that I wondered what would happen to me if he left provincial politics? This isn’t a nice way for him to share such news with me, I thought to myself.

As I listened, John continued to explain that as he pondered whether or not to leap onto the federal scene, rumours also started about Premier Brian Tobin wanting to jump back into federal politics. John said he was close to taking a stab at federal politics and then, out of the blue, Tobin popped into the picture once again. John said he felt like he was reliving 1995. Tobin felt he had the best chance of winning in Bonavista-Trinity-Conception – but he wanted and needed John’s support in order to do it. This meant, of course, that John would not be able to run. 

John told me he was interested in running federally because he felt he had done the best he could for the fishing industry at the provincial level, and the next step would be the federal scene. He felt the timing was right to run in Fred Mifflin’s riding and he assumed that Premier Tobin would keep his promise and be around to fulfill his mandate as premier. He told me on this day in my office he never dreamed Tobin would suddenly leave the premier’s job and impede his plans – again.

The conversation that morning seemed like it was never going to end. It was like something out of a fictional novel and I was dying to see how it all ended. And it was probably the longest time John sat so still in my office. Normally he would be calling out to one of his secretaries for something, or he’d yell out to Roland Butler, his executive assistant, about an update on a constituency issue that would pop into his head when you least expected it. He rarely focused on one issue when you were alone with him. He was in overdrive 90 per cent of the time and wanted things done for his constituents on the spin of a dime. This was another quality I admired about John – he truly cared for the people of his district. On this day, however, it was different. John’s mind was only on Tobin. 

For someone who usually veers off script, John was quite focused and serious. It was as if he was reading parts of a speech to kick off his federal election campaign. He continued to outline how he saw his political future unfold. He seemed to have given it a lot of thought. His thinking had been that Tobin would return to federal politics when his term as premier had ended. And when this happened, somewhere around 2002-2003, John would consider returning to the province (assuming he won federally) armed with his federal experience to run for the provincial Liberal party leadership and Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

I was amazed that he had devised a calculated plan for his political career and commitment to move Newfoundland and Labrador forward on both a provincial and federal level. It all made perfect sense as I listened to him talk about his goals at the time, but the one cog to ensure the wheel got turned in the direction he wanted was Tobin. Everything hinged on Tobin, so, clearly, John’s strategy was destroyed with the unexpected news that Premier Tobin was resigning and returning to Ottawa before his mandate was up. 

John told me even though he wanted to run in Bonavista-Trinity-Conception “really bad”, he decided to back away and do whatever was needed to ensure Tobin’s victory in the riding. I craved more detail and asked why he didn’t just say no to Tobin, and John’s quick response was that Tobin possessed great salesman skills. He was a master at convincing people to agree with him and to think “Tobin’s way”, according to John.

I thought I had my fill of what appeared to be a silly John Efford - Brian Tobin personal saga, but then John revealed the most intriguing political nugget of all. He told me that in his conversations with Premier Tobin about the federal seat, Tobin conveniently reminded him that the premier’s job was now open – a job that John also had a hunger for. John told me that Tobin promised if John did not run federally and helped Tobin win Bonavista-Trinity-Conception, Tobin would return the favour by assisting John in the Liberal leadership race. John told me Tobin had said “he’d see what he could do” to ensure nobody ran against John for the party’s top job in the coming leadership race. John told me he believed every word that came out of Tobin’s mouth. He embarrassingly admitted that he thought the Liberal leadership would soon be his.

So, John went along with the plan, again, putting Tobin’s ambitions ahead of his own with a view that Tobin would help him with the leadership campaign in return. I was astonished by the conversation that morning. I didn’t know what to think. Could Brian Tobin sway someone that easily? Was my boss plainly naïve? Or was John exaggerating the story? I honestly did not think so. Perhaps I was naïve, but I felt this stuff can’t be made up. 

By the time John ended his story about previous ‘understandings’ between himself and Tobin, he seemed agitated. It was as if the more he spoke about Tobin, the more uptight he got. He told me he was sick and tired of putting his own aspirations on the back burner to appease Tobin, stressing this would be the last time. 

A few days after we had this conversation, John decided to run for the leadership of the Liberal party, but he wasn’t ready to reveal it publicly yet. Clarity was also provided in terms of how I could possibly fit into the picture. I recall a day around the third week in October when John yelled out to me from his office. I went in and he told me he was seeking the leadership of the Liberal party, and invited me to be part of his campaign team to handle media relations and communications. He also remarked that winning the leadership race would also mean a future job for me in the premier’s office. It sounded wonderful and frightening at the same time; I was not sure what to do. For a moment, all I could think was how cool it would be for me to work for the Premier of Newfoundland and Labrador. It would certainly make my parents proud. I started to feel a bit giddy as I floated in the clouds just imagining this amazing scenario. But I was getting ahead of myself, and while I was thrilled with John’s offer and his confidence in me, I was also overwhelmed. And, frankly, I wasn’t sure if I was up for the job. Mainly because I didn’t have a significant amount of public relations experience in politics. I knew the leadership campaign would be much more extreme than my job in the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture. This would be hard core and bare-knuckled politics. The thought scared me to death. That said, I was open to new challenges and I viewed John’s offer as an opportunity to grow and learn. I had always dreamed of an exciting opportunity like this. What career person wouldn’t? Politics or not, I figured the experience would be a once in a lifetime deal for me. 

While I was thrilled with my decision, I couldn’t stop the thoughts running through my head as I wondered what would happen to my position in the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture if John’s leadership bid failed. Would I be frowned upon by the new leader because I worked for John? Would I still be able to stay in the fisheries department? I tried to rationalize all my wild thoughts and figured, well, we are all supposed to be happy and united Liberals, so at the end of the day why would someone working for another Liberal candidate get kicked to the curb when the leadership was over?

It was simple to me at the time; probably naïve, too. Once the leadership race was over everything would just go back to the way it was. Besides that, I was only going to take a leave of absence from my position – I was not resigning. In my usual positive thinking way, I made myself believe that if John lost his bid to become leader I would return as director of communications in the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture. My thoughts were anchored with positive feelings and belief in Minister Efford’s success in the contest, but questions around my job security swirled in my head. Still, I did not bother to ask my questions out loud, thinking that it all would work out. A few months later I learned that nothing is for sure in politics – never assume anything. 

My decision to work on the campaign all came down to my commitment to John. Also, I couldn’t deny that my interest was piqued at the thought of being part of such a colossal political event. I wanted to go along for the ride with a high-profile figure who was in his political prime, and a man who could create lots of excitement. Being part of the Liberal party leadership race would allow me a chance to experience authentic politics at its best, or its worse. Time would tell which it would be.

It’s a gamble for anyone to run for the province’s top job but, like the others by John’s side, I sincerely felt that he would make a good premier. Based on my experience working for him, I supported his unwavering commitment and desire to help make Newfoundland and Labrador a better place. I saw a strong and compassionate man who would work hard on behalf of the people. 

When we chatted in his office about his decision to run, John was pumped with excitement and ready to hit the campaign trail. It was evident that he was in the leadership race to win. I sat in a chair in front of his desk and watched him move items around as if he were tidying up, but his desk was not messy. He just needed to move – typical John Efford. His mind drifted off a few times in the middle of our conversation. I was talking to a ghost for a few seconds as his eyes looked hollow and then suddenly he’d come back to the real world. I am sure the big step he was about to make was overwhelming for him, too.

John told me he would resign as Minister of Fisheries and Aquaculture. He said travelling around the province as part of his campaign to become Liberal leader would not allow him to effectively fulfill his duties as minister. He did not want the department to suffer and felt it required a minister dedicated solely on the business of the department and government. John believed the fishing industry was crucial to the survival of rural economies and was adamant that the industry needed and deserved the undivided attention of a full-time fisheries minister.

In addition, he did not want to put himself in a position where the general public or other leadership contenders could accuse him of using his position to garner support from Liberal party members. John did not want to chance having to deal with such accusations. He was determined to do what he believed to be the right thing. He was not going to risk putting himself in a vulnerable position that could create obstacles in his efforts to become Liberal leader and a perception that he was using his cabinet post and public funds for his personal agenda. In the world of politics and public relations, perception is reality. 

Interim Premier Beaton Tulk announced later on that ministers were not required to resign from cabinet if they decided to seek the leadership of the Liberal party. But this didn’t matter to John, who was determined to step away from his cabinet position. He felt it was an honorable decision and he also wanted to send the message that he was serious about the leadership race and he was in it to win. 
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CHAPTER 4:  GAUGING MHA SUPPORT – WHAT A SURPRISE
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As soon as John made up his mind to run for the leadership, he began determining the level of support he might get from his colleagues in the Liberal caucus. He made a slew of phone calls to try to shore up support, but his efforts weren’t paying off. No caucus member would commit to backing him. John and his very competent executive assistant Roland Butler continued to reach out to MHAs, but despite their eager hunt for support, neither had any luck. Roland was an individual I admired greatly for his loyalty to John. He was highly regarded and respected by constituents in the Port de Grave district and everyone viewed him as John’s right arm. He had a reputation for getting the job done, but it was obvious that not even Roland’s legendary convincing skills could help John this time. 

In the midst of what was looking like a desperate attempt to get MHA support, John strolled into my office one day with a blank look on his face. He told me that a few of the MHAs said they had already committed to Health Minister Roger Grimes. Roger Grimes had not announced he was running at this point either, so it didn’t seem like a big deal to me. I jumped in before John finished speaking and suggested that Minister Grimes was probably making calls to secure support just like he and Roland were doing; there wasn’t much he could do about that. But he went on to explain that some MHAs told him they committed to Roger Grimes earlier in the year, as far back as April for some.

John was very upset as he talked about the MHA for Burgeo-La Poile, Kelvin Parsons. He described how Kelvin was quick to tell him on the phone that he committed to Roger Grimes several months ago. So, the big question on top of our minds was: Why would an MHA commit to supporting someone several months ago when Tobin was still Liberal leader and premier? It didn’t take long for John to find an answer to the question. As far as he was concerned, it must have been known or predicted for quite some time by members of the Liberal establishment that Tobin would resign from provincial politics sooner rather than later. Hence, the groundwork was already being done to line up the necessary support for the person the establishment wanted to succeed him – Roger Grimes. Not only did John feel this way, Roland also believed something had to be amiss after hearing this revelation. 

It was evident by the harsh sound of his voice that John was bothered by the telephone conversations with MHAs. He was getting exasperated and shared a sense of defeat even before the race began. After hearing the MHAs admit they already promised to back Roger Grimes, and one or two wanting to wait and see who else may come forward, such as Mines and Energy Minister Paul Dicks who was expected to announce his candidacy, John concluded that he had a major uphill battle ahead of him. He surmised that the wheels of a new leadership race had been spinning behind the scenes for several months to build the necessary foundation to ensure Roger Grimes was the next premier. He was stunned by what he was hearing. He still acted like the tough nobody is going to stop me kind of guy. But I knew that deep inside, he was personally hurt – I saw the look of anguish and pain in his face.

John expressed his disbelief about the lack of MHA support. He kept saying: “All that I did for them and yet no one will support me.” He was upset with the negative feedback especially in light of his view that he deserved their support – at least some of them – because of the help he had given them over the years. John was especially troubled when he could not get the backing of MHA Ross Wiseman who would probably not have won his seat in the district of Trinity North in the April 2000 by-election had it not been for John’s influence – at least that is how John and others saw it. He campaigned tirelessly in Trinity North to convince voters to vote for Ross Wiseman. Many political watchers and people in the area said that it was John’s campaign push and influence that enabled Wiseman to pull off a Liberal victory. John’s claim was that he stood by Ross at a time when he was desperate and needed support, and then Ross turned his back on John when he needed help.1 In talking about the extensive amount of campaigning he did for Ross Wiseman, John would often say: “I campaigned as hard as if I was the candidate running in that by-election.” 

While John seemed to be down on his luck in garnering support from caucus, there was one MHA, Mary Hodder (Burin-Placentia), he thought might provide a flicker of hope. She was the only one who was frank about being undecided, so John felt we all needed to “work on her.” He was adamant that with a bit of pushing, Mary would follow the lead of those on her Liberal district association who were signaling that they would back him. He desperately wanted at least one MHA by his side to announce his leadership candidacy. Standing alone at the podium is not how John or any of us in his inner circle envisioned his public announcement when he started down this road.

We knew that the lack of MHA support would be a communications challenge in the campaign. We were concerned about the negative message it would send to the public and especially to members of the Liberal party if caucus was distancing itself from John. Did it mean they did not believe in his leadership ability? Did it mean he was not a team player? Or, did they think he was not premier material? 

We decided the best approach was honesty. There would be no attempts to make excuses or spin the truth. How could you spin it to John’s benefit anyway? It was not possible in our view without looking like we were in denial. It was a very unfortunate circumstance for John to find himself in so early in the game; however, there was no refuting a strong signal from the MHAs – it appeared they did not want him as their leader. 

Our strategy was to take the high road. John’s message was a simple one: he respected the decision of the MHAs and his door would always be open if they re-considered and decided to support him. As well, there were a couple of secondary messages that we felt needed to be communicated. Just because the majority of MHAs were supporting Roger Grimes, didn’t mean he was the best person for the job. And we would emphasize that MHAs only represented a few votes in the leadership contest. It would be the grassroots of the Liberal party who ultimately decided their next leader. 

Personally, I was shocked that no MHA would lend their support. After all the years John had been in government and given his astounding popularity with Newfoundlanders and Labradorians, I found it tough to accept that at least a couple of MHAs would not want to be part of his team. Even in the short time that I worked for him, I saw how people would flock to him everywhere he went around the province. People were always eager to talk to John or be around him. He had a way of blending in with the crowd and became one of them. It was amazing to see all the handshaking and the hugs. It was like he was the hometown hero in every community he visited. I recall the warm welcomes he received when we travelled to the Northern Peninsula for fisheries business. The waitresses in the different restaurants always treated John like family. “What are you having today, my love?” they’d ask him as if he was the fisher who lived down the street, rather than a minister of the Crown. And before John had the chance to reply, the waitress would say: “Are you having a grilled ham and cheese sandwich again today, Minister Efford?” This caring and easy connection people had with him, especially in rural communities, made me so proud to work for him. 

It was too bad, however, that John’s popularity did not rub off on his colleagues in caucus. All signs showed his campaign would not be bolstered by MHA support. I felt bad for him. I remained perplexed at the rejection in light of his experience, public popularity and passion for Newfoundland and Labrador. But then I was enlightened with an explanation from someone I least expected to hear it from – Roland Butler. 

I asked Roland why members of caucus would close the door on John. His perspective caught me by surprise. It was his belief that John’s attitude towards many of them over the years may be coming back to haunt him. Roland said some felt that John’s approach in his dealings with MHAs in the past was not always genuine and he treated them in a harsh manner. He did not provide any names of the MHAs who may have felt this way about John and did not offer more details. I did not press him for a further explanation. Roland just told me that he felt the respect John used to have from caucus had softened over the years with some MHAs. He was frank about his views and he also told John what he thought. Roland’s commitment to his boss included a key aspect of loyalty – being honest. He always told it as he saw it. I gained a lot of respect and admiration for Roland because of his forthrightness, and I soon learned by working closely with him that there were no backdoors. For that reason, I felt he and John were good for each other.

Roland went on to explain that it wasn’t that John didn’t help MHAs – he certainly did come to their aid many times, like attending speaking engagements on their behalf on short notice. From Roland’s recollection, he always seemed glad to help and pitch-hit for his colleagues, and for that reason, Roland was also surprised that no MHA was forthcoming. I also witnessed such kind actions from John, but I had only been working for him for a short time and was not privy to all of the scenarios involving MHAs, like Roland was. I was actually taken aback that it was likely arrogance as a top cabinet minister and the occasional display of disrespect when talking with some MHAs over the years that put John in the disconcerting position he now found himself.

Whatever the reason for such rejection, all I knew was that this was definitely an issue the media would gravitate to. It’s the type of intrigue and controversy the media love to dig. We knew this issue would be a top question posed at John’s official announcement. We had to be ready for it and we were.

In the days leading up to his news conference, John spoke again to Mary Hodder, as did Roland and others, like his long-time Liberal supporter and friend Carol McDonald. Unfortunately, Mary was not easy to persuade. And in almost every daily meeting we had, I heard the words: “We are getting nowhere with Mary Hodder. Our efforts might be a waste of time.” While this was the common frustrating summary of our attempts to win her over, everyone on John’s team acknowledged Mary’s sincere manner when they spoke with her. This wasn’t personal, it was politics. After a few tries, the consensus was that Mary came across as being in a fragile state over the whole leadership issue. With that in mind, we all agreed to step back for a while, but the welcome mat would always be out for her and any other member of caucus. 

I learned throughout the whole “we got to get Mary Hodder on our side” saga, that she was a very strong constituency person. Mary’s message when we reached out to her was that she would likely support John, but she was determined to first seek the advice of her constituents and her district association. She was adamant about hearing their views on whom they felt would be the best person for the leader’s job. While this position seemed reasonable enough, I could not grasp why it was taking her so long to carry out her promise to talk to her constituents and make a decision. It was even more mind-boggling given that the information we gathered from Liberals in her district showed that the majority of people wanted to see John as their leader.

As the phone calls continued in hopes of an MHA breakthrough before John’s official candidacy announcement, I finished my own necessary calls and paperwork for my leave of absence from the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture. I was nervous as I handed my leave form to the department’s deputy minister, Leslie Dean. I had a lot of admiration for Leslie, who had been a public servant for over 20 years and was highly respected by his peers. He was a great mentor to me as I adjusted to working in a public sector environment that, by its very nature, reeked with politics. Les (as he was affectionately called by our executive team) wished me well in his usual strong administrative voice that somehow always had a calming effect on me. As I formalized everything for my leave of absence, the realization of what I was doing finally hit me. I was about to begin what would probably be the most extraordinary and spirited journey in my career. I could only wish for the best at this point. 
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